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The Pierpont Morgan Babylonian Axe-head. — By Professor 
J. Dyneley Prince, of Columbia University, and the 
Rev. Robert Lau. 

In the Tiffany collection of gems belonging to the American 
Museum of Natural History in New York City is a remarkably 
perfect and very ancient Babylonian axe-head of pure agate. 
This object was originally obtained by Cardinal Borgia while at 
the head of the Propaganda and was subquently offered by the 
Countess Ettore Borgia to the British Museum for sale, whence 
it was returned to her owing to the Museum's inability to pur- 
chase it at that time, It was then acquired by Count Michel 
Tyskiewicz, who kept it until his death, when it was purchased 
by Mr. George Kunz of Tiffany & Co. of New York, by whom 
it was added to the Tiffany collection which was later purchased 
and presented to the American Museum of Natural History by 
Mr. J. Pierpont Morgan. Other articles on this subject will 
appear in the American Museum Journal, 1905. 

The axe-head is interesting, not only because of its beauty as 
an artistic production, which undoubtedly entitles it to its very 
prominent position in this unique collection of gems and rare 
coins, but also because of the inscription in archaic Babylonian 
characters, with which its obverse side is embellished. Thanks 
to the courtesy of Mr. J. Pierpont Morgan and of Dr. Bumpus 
and Dr. Gratacap of the American Museum of Natural History, 
we are enabled to present this discussion as to the probable age 
of the object, the determining of which depends both on the 
nature of the inscription and on the character of the agate of 
which the axe-head is made. 

The dimensions of the Morgan axe-head are as follows: 
Length, 13.7cm.; width over the handle-perforation, 3 cm.; 
length of the back, 1.7 cm.; width of the back, 1.9 cm.; 
diameter of the handle-perforation, 0.9 cm. 

There can be no doubt that the axe-head was a votive presen- 
tation to some temple in Babylonia. It is unfortunate that the 
place where it was excavated is not known, as in that case much 
might be learned regarding the date of the object, which now 
depends entirely on deduction. This is not unique as a votive 
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axe. A fragment of a similar axe in imitation of lapis lazuli 
(6.75X4.25X1.5) was found at Nippur in Southern Babylonia 
by the recent American expedition to that site. This Nippur 
axe has an inscription of seven lines which may be transliterated 
and translated as follows : 



1 


-ni-stc 


'his 


2. 


(JVa-zi-) ma-ru-ut-tas 


Nazimaruttash 


3. 


«... nu .... 




4. 


su 


his 


5. 


(apal JTu-)ri-gal-zu 


the son of Kurigalzu 


6. 


(iq-ri)-bi-s%t a-na se^me-e 


for hearing his prayers 


7. 


(iXmi-i) sii-ur-ru-hi 


(and) lengthening his days 
(has given).' 



For the Babylonian text alone, see Hilprecht, OBI. i, pt. ii., 
plate 61, nr. 136. The king Nazimaruttash (ca. 1340 B. C), 
the son of Kurigalzu II. (ea. 1350 B. C), was evidently the 
donor of this Nippur axe-head to the temple of some god whose 
name is mutilated. The inscription shows how the gift of the 
object was thought to be an inducement to the god to look 
favorably on the donor and "hear his prayers (and) prolong his 
days." This axe-head was found at Nippur in a chamber on 
the edge of the canal outside the great south-east wall. It is 
evident therefore that, although this Nippur axe-head is far 
inferior from the point of view of pure art to the Morgan axe- 
head, the former object is more valuable from an archaeological 
point of view, as we possess the exact data regarding it and are 
able to determine its age with absolute accuracy. It is clear, 
however, that we must expect an inscription of similar import 
on the Morgan axe-head, which was plainly an object intended 
to serve the same purpose as that of the Nippur axe. 

The text on the Morgan axe-head consists of three lines very 
carefully carved inside of a regular cartouche as follows : 



%L^k. 



t> tt^ 



This may be transliterated into the later cuneiform text as 
follows: 
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fftfcg^gffl 



«3<r feS&S-* 



*%- »5J5L Zjfc 



This may be transliterated and translated as follows : 

1. Xa-at-ti-is ' Khattish 

2. asdrid the chief person (favorite) 

3. Hani of the gods (presented it).' 

It is clear that the first line shows a proper name, in spite of 
the absence of the customary upright determinative, usually pre- 
ceding proper names. This omission is paralleled, op. cit., plate 
51, nr. 121 line 4: the king's name Ur-(ilii)-jBa' > u ; op. cit., 
plate 36, nr. 86, line 2: the king's name Lugalkigubnidudu, 
etc., etc. There is no exact parallel to the name Khattish, 
which is probably not that of a king, but that of a high official 
at some early Babylonian city-court, as the axe-head seems to 
antedate the unification of Babylonia under the hegemony of the 
city of Babylon under Hammurabi (2342-2288 B. C). It 
should be noted, however, that the name Xa-as-xa-mi-ir occurs 
IR. 1, i. nr. 10, as that of a ruler (patesi) of the city of Is(?)- 
ku-un-Sin. This name Xasxamir seems to be a name of the 
same general character as Xa-at-ti-is (see for Xasxamir, 
Radau, Early Bab. History, p. 30, note). The two signs 
which we translate asdridu 'chief person,' occur in this sense, 
V. 44, 36c, referring to the god Ninib as the asdridu. The 
usual ideogram for this word is SAG-KAL and not our com- 
bination PAP-SES, which is very rare. The last line presents 
no difficulty, as the three signs AN-NI-1STI can only be the ideo- 
gram for Hani 'gods.' It is clear that the Sumerian equivalent 
of the verb iqis ' he presented (it) ' must be understood as the 
grammatical complement to the inscription, which is complete 
and shows no traces of mutilation. 

The characters of this inscription are very antique, approach- 
ing in form more closely those of the Gudea period (ca. 3000 
B. C.) than those of a later date. On the other hand, the dated 
documents from the time of Gudea show a slightly more linear 
and less wedge-shaped character than do the signs on the Mor- 
gan axe, where the wedge is beginning to appear, which leads 
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us to the opinion that the inscription may date between Gudea's 
time and that of Hammurabi (2342-2288 B. C.), when the 
wedge was even more prominent than we see it on the Morgan 
axe-head. The objection may perhaps be raised that we have 
here a piece of much later work, with the inscription deliber- 
ately written in archaic characters after the style of some of the 
documents of Nebuchadnezzar II. (640-562 B. C), who caused 
inscriptions to be written in imitation of the early Babylonian 
writing. This does not seem probable to us, owing to the gen- 
eral character of the signs in question, which are too naturally 
cut to admit of this supposition. Deliberate archaization 
would, we think, have produced a somewhat more clearly cut 
inscription and also one in which the linear tendency would not 
be so well marked as we have it here. 

The stone is distinctly agate in layers, not agate with circular 
or ring-like marking, which would militate against a very 
ancient date for the object. , The appearance of the layers, 
however, does not preclude the date which we suppose for the 
Morgan axe-head, i. e., between 3000 B. C. and 2300 B. C, 
probably nearer the former than the latter date. 



Addendum. — Since the appearance of this paper, a discussion 
of this axe-head has been published by George F. Kunz in the 
Bulletin of the Amer. Mus. of Nat. Hist., xxi. 37-47, with 
translation by I. M. Price; and in AJSL. xxi. 173-178, by I. 
M. Price. Professor Price's rendering differs from ours in two 
important particulars. He reads line 1 : XA- AD-DUG-IS, and 
renders it either as duppu AD-DUG-IS 'the inscription of A.,' 
or alternatively, he translates XA as meaning 'axe-head,' rea- 
soning from the equation, Br.* 11822: TAK-XA = aban-mini 
'fish-stone,' whence he deduces that XA alone, without any 
stone-determinative, may mean ' axe-head ' ! It should be noted 
that the usual ideograms for duppu ' tablet, inscription ' are 
DUB and IM and only once XA; and that his other deduction, 
that XA=' axe-head,' is on its face highly improbable, because 
any Babylonian seeing the sign XA alone would immediately 
have understood it to mean 'fish,' which can have no connection 
with the concept' axe-head.' Furthermore the occurrence in 
correct vocalic and consonantal order of the four signs XA-AT- 
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TI-IB makes it most likely that they formed the phonetic parts 
of the name Xa-at-ti-is, as we have rendered it. To read Xa- 
ad- dug -is or Ad-dug-is with the non-harmonic value dug for the 
XI-TI-DITG sign is not advisable, as the ^'-value is plainly 
indicated by the following undoubted IS-sign. It seems to us 
more reasonable to follow the lines of least resistance in such 
work as this. 

In line 3, Professor Price reads in a corner wedge after the 
sign A1ST, and translates the line: AN-IT-NI-NI = ilu Samas 
barHsu ' (dedicated) to the god Samas his benefactor.' In our 
collation of the text, we regard this possible corner wedge to be 
a mere discoloration of the stone, of which there are several of 
this circular form both on the obverse and reverse, although not 
in the inscribed cartouche. If, however, Price is right in his 
rendering, the third line may be read as follows : 

AN-TJ-NI-NI^Jw Bel, Gibil, Nusku (or) Samas ilisu 
' (of) the god B., G., K. or S. his god.' 

The corner wedge preceded by the god-sign may mean any of 
the above named deities, while 1STI-NI could mean ili-su ' his 
god' (NI=^7£, Sa. i. 21). Of course in this case the final NI 
would indicate the suffix -su 'his.' If NI-NI means baru-su, as 
Price suggests, this would not mean 'his 'benefactor,' which 
would be sdkin subaresu, but simply ' one who is satisfied ' as 
bar / d= ( ' to be or become full or satiated.' 

Assuming, then, that there really was a corner wedge in line 
3, we would amend our translation to read as follows: 

Xa-at-ti-is Xattis 

asdrid the chief person (favorite) 

Ilu Bel, Gibil, XusJcu (or) of B., G., N., or S. his god (has 
Samas ilisu given this) . 

These varying interpretations furnish a most excellent exam- 
ple of the extreme difficulty in deciding anything definite as to 
the exact meaning of such an inscription. Professor Price 
agrees essentially with us as to the probable date of the object. 
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